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Statement of Problem: A number of fish health issues in the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries 
have attracted the attention of the public, resource managers and scientists in recent years. These 
include 1) the ulcerative skin lesions of juvenile menhaden that have been linked to Pfiesteria by 
some investigators; 2) raised, and sometimes ulcerated lesions in young-of-the-year (YOY) 
menhaden in spring and early summer and 3) skin lesions in striped bass, a popular commercial 
and sports fishery in the Bay. To address these issues, the NFHRL began a number of studies to 
determine the cause(s) of the various menhaden lesions and the striped bass lesions and evaluate 
if and how they may relate to environmental stressors. This study specifically addresses the 
striped bass lesions, the etiology of the underlying disease, and its potential impacts to the 
recreational and commercial fisheries in Chesapeake Bay. 

Objectives:  

1) Verify, characterize, and obtain additional mycobacterial isolates from striped bass in 
Chesapeake Bay. 

2) Determine infectivity of mycobacterial isolates for striped bass and other selected major 
species from Chesapeake Bay. 



3) Evaluate in the laboratory and the wild, predetermined environmental factors that may 
enhance fish susceptibility. 

4) Determine mechanisms of pathogenesis that play a role in manifestation of lesions in the 
striped bass. 

Approach: Striped Bass were sampled from commercial pound nets located in the York, 
Rappahannock, Potomac, and Nanticoke Rivers during November 2003 using standardized 
methods. Significant differences in gross and histopathology, conditions factor, mycobacterial 
infection incidence and mycobacterial infection intensity were observed between sample sites. 

A yearlong laboratory study evaluating the impact of temperature on mycobacterial growth, and 
associated pathology in striped bass was completed in FY 2003. The results of the study indicate 
that water temperature has a major impact on the observed pathology and associated mortality in 
the striped bass injected with the mycobacteria and that there is significant variation that is 
dependent on the species of mycobacteria injected. 

Sample processing and analysis will continue into the summer of 2004. This work replicates and 
continues a pilot assessment and methods evaluation study initiated in 2002 and includes some 
method improvements. The results obtained from the 2002 and 2003 samples will also be used to 
plan an expanded assessment of mycobacteriosis in Chesapeake Bay striped bass currently 
planned for FY 2005. 

The data from the laboratory study evaluating the impact of temperature on mycobacteria 
species-specific pathogenesis in striped bass completed in FY 2003 will also be submitted for 
publication by the end of FY 2004. The results from this study combined with those from other 
completed field and laboratory projects will be used to plan additional laboratory studies 
scheduled to begin in FY 2005. 

Additional studies on mycobacteriosis in striped bass will be initiated in FY2004 in other east 
coast bay systems. We will initiate a study with USFWS-Region 5, the Delaware River Fish and 
Wildlife Management Cooperative, and the State of Delaware and State of New Jersey to 
investigate the incidence of mycobacteriosis in Delaware Bay stripers. The results of this work 
will provide direct comparisons to those from Chesapeake Bay and may provide insight to the 
etiology of the disease. 
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Relevance and Benefits: This task addresses the Fisheries and Aquatic Resources Program's 
Goal to foster aquatic animal health. 

 


